Introduction
Adrienne Kennedy's plays present terrifying images of femaleness, child bearing and the problematic parent-offspring relationship on one hand and the disturbing visions of motherhood on the other. Her nightmarish hallucinations of "turning into a river of blood" at the time of giving birth in her autobiographical play A Movie Star Has to Star in Black and White (1976) 
occurs in her other works as well, such as A Lesson in Dead
Language (1968) , a short play, displaying a ritualistic initiation into womanhood. Kennedy's first two one-act plays Funnyhouse of a Negro (1964) and The Owl Answers (1965) both present a young mulatto heroine, who has to come to terms with her mixed racial heritage. The protagonists, Sarah and Clara Passmore respectively, have split personalities and are both confronted with their haunting past and ultimately they both die at the end of the plays. Even though critics such as Claudia Barnett (1996:141) and Ruby Cohn (1982:109) agree that Kennedy's plays are projections of the terrain of her protagonists' tormented psyches, the substrate of her text focus on the female body and reproduction and at the same time, the relationship between children and their ancestry. 
Haunting Ancestry: Tangled Family Relations on the American Stage
The American family and its twentieth-century disintegration have featured with elemental force in the post-war American drama. The great trio of the era, Eugene O'Neil, Tennessee Williams and Edward Albee all depict the disintegration of the post-war nuclear family in the United States.
According to C. W. E. Bigsby (2004:125) , Edward Albee, as far as his themes are concerned, is a "post-nuclear writer", like Beckett, but unlike Albee's European contemporary, whose works "would breed irony, here, at least in the early plays, it generates a faith in the possibility of redemption."
Family often becomes the subject matter of literary works by African American authors. The theme is usually described sensitively, highlighting the pain and terror of giving birth to children in a society in which reproduction is the only value assigned to Black women. Providing a few examples, Toni Morrison's The Bluest Eye (1970) and Beloved (1987) both revolve around the issues of pregnancy and birth. In the first example an eleven-year-old girl Pecola is impregnated by her own father. The incestuous relationship eventuates in a stillborn baby, whereas in Beloved, the story of a slave woman unfolds, a mother who kills her own daughter, so that she could not be recaptured and taken back to the plantation that she had fled. Adrienne Kennedy's plays portray post-nuclear families with racial overtones. These plays usually present a female, mulatto character (Sarah, in
Funnyhouse of a Negro, or Clara Passmore in The Owl Answers), whose ancestry is problematic, to say the least. The nuclear family disintegrated in her plays to the extent that parents are seldom shown in these works. Her plays delineate only a lone female child -as if they were the counterparts of Albee's imagined, dead and stolen babies.
The Funnyhouse of a Negro revolves around a young black student, named Sarah, who is in her twenties and has mixed racial heritage. Her father appears as a haunting Black man, who had diseased her birth. Sarah's mother appears on stage at the beginning of the play, carrying a skull, and like the chorus in a Greek tragedy, narrates her past and circumstances leading to her death.
Black man, black man, I never should have let a black man put his hands on me.
The wild black beast raped me and now my skull is shining. Sarah's father, whose identity remains mysterious throughout the play, except that he might be a social worker, who had a sexual encounter with Sarah's mother and later returned to Africa, thus violating the unwritten law according to which African Americans were not supposed to 'touch' white women. The mechanic repetition of phrases that the girls do not even understand, the setting of a school, as a place of learning and initiation in Western culture, the religious references, all culminate in a rite of passage through which the girls acquire their biologically assigned roles in society.
The Owl Answers

While the first two plays by Kennedy (Funnyhouse of a Negro and
The Owl Answers) allegorize the search for an identity through the problematic relationship with either the Black or the White father, menstrual blood in A Lesson in Dead Language denotes the rite of passage through which schoolgirls are initiated into womanhood. The common motifs in these plays is kinship in a racially mixed family and the positioning of the mulatto off-spring to his or her ethnic and cultural inheritance. The active denial on behalf of both ancestors and descendents in the first two one-act plays is replaced by passive resistance in Lesson in Dead Language.
Although the pupils make the effort to learn the phrases within the context of the lesson, thus painstakingly trying to live up to the demands of an alien culture, they do not gain insight and understanding.
The following sections approach the subject of a family from the perspective of the mother figure. In contrast with the traditional imagery of motherhood, as a metaphor of life giving and instrument of epiphany, Kennedy's mother characters embody the pain and fear of birth, but they also celebrate the creativeness of childbirth. The heroine is struggling with her identity crisis in which her subjective ontological apocalypse is linked with the images conveyed by contemporary Hollywood representations of women. Clara is in a catatonic state of mind: first, she identifies with great white cinema stars; secondly, she criticizes the very hegemonic white power she identified with previously. An alter ego of Adrienne Kennedy, this character defines herself as a figure deriving from the abovementioned film productions. As the play progresses, however, she becomes more critical of the movie productions and the roles they lay out for her. She rejects her position in society and assumes a critical attitude towards the position assigned to The menstrual blood and childbearing according to Claudia Barnett (1996:141) are the most significant subtexts in Kennedy's plays. As she argues, "Kennedy's plays focus on the mind, their subtexts are riddled with references to the body and the reproductive process. Kennedy's plays may be seen as expressions of failed pregnancies that end in miscarriage and madness." Relying on Women's Time in which Julia Kristeva argues that man and women perceive time differently, the first as production, the other as reproduction, Barnett suggests that childbearing is almost obsessive in Kennedy's plays, although a truly fruitful pregnancy is barely ever encountered in her texts. Rather, the characters' pregnancy is seen as a cause for their mental disturbance.
Written in Blood: The Écriture Feminine in Kennedy's Plays
Instead of the traditional representation of motherhood and / or child bearing, as the metaphor for epiphany, Kennedy relates pregnancy and birth itself to insanity and death. What Clara says in A Movie Star: "I wonder with what or with whom can I coexist in a true union", is a reference to the desire of being loved through childbirth. However, as Claudia Barnett points out, Clara's fragmentation-the "radical splitting" which seems to have occurred within her consciousness-has been triggered, if not caused, by a pregnancy that ended in miscarriage while her husband was fighting in Korea (Barnett:1996:142) 
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The troubling imagery of mother-child relationship and the fear of reproduction reinforce the representation of feminine reproduction as metaphor of artistic production. The claustrophobic spaces of these plays (mostly small, enclosed spaces: a chamber, a subway train, the Tower of London, and a hospital room) symbolize the female womb in which the creation of a new life begins. This new life metaphorically is not the child, but the female text. Claudia Barnett (1997:143) points out that although Clara writes a drama, her "play production cannot compare in value to her reproduction." Clara, nonetheless, does not choose her family over her artistic career. She does not go back to her husband, but instead of fulfilling her traditional feminine role she meticulously writes one page a day and sees that her play is coming together, thus gaining agency through artistic creation.
Clara in A Movie Star Has to Star in Black and
White is a playwright, writing her own drama, and through that process she gains her own voice. Creativity and writing usually characterize male characters/authors. In their book entitled The Madwoman in the Attic, Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar (1979:6) assert that the author "is a progenitor, a procreator, an aesthetic patriarch whose pen is an instrument of generative power like his penis." Although it is debatable whether female writing can be defined in terms of biological essentialism, Gilbert and Gubar (1979:7) "You're behaving like a mother," the lawyer said. "You could hurt your son's case. Don't interfere. (Kennedy 2001:152) More importantly, the allegory of writing and authorship resurfaces.
From the passive onlooker of the different scenes, Suzanne Alexander joins the troop: "I became their only Black member. They said I could rewrite a section of the play" (Kennedy 2001:155) . The obedient, law-abiding mother orchestrates the revenge, as if directing a play and thus she brings forth death.
Staging Femaleness: Theatricality in Kennedy's Plays
These plays are examples of the feminist perspective in staging a play on the one hand, and in the use of allegories of artistic creation on the other.
Kennedy's plays are cyclical, expressing a feminist aesthetics in drama. As Patricia Schroeder (1996:71) argues, neither form, nor characterization in and of themselves are capable of defining feminist aesthetics as such.
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According to her, in our approach to define feminist drama, as such, we have to focus on dramatic forms that "reflect women's experience." As she puts it, "a feminist play resists the oppression of traditional dramatic practice in theme and form, as well as in characterization. " (1996: 71) The form of Kennedy's plays is of paramount importance in this approach. Her plays resist the traditional, "hierarchical structure" (1996:71) of Western, male-dominated theatre, which is linear, based on the mimetic principle and leading through conflict and tension to a major climax and resolution. "One could even say that this aggressive build up, sudden big climax and cathartic resolution suggest specifically the male sexual response (Reinhardt qtd. in New York, the Midwest, a southern town, but it becomes a lie. I try to give myselves a logical relationship but that too is a lie. (Kennedy 2001:13-15) She is able to switch among these selves, continuously acting in and out of roles. Conversely, as she is the creator of these roles or selves, she functions as a metaphorical author or director. By this, Kennedy subverts the world-as-theatre analogy, in which, typically, "the white man" (and in some cases the white woman) has "traditionally been a despotic director or an omniscient dramatist" (Patsalidis 1995:301-302) Her authority, however, collapses, when she loses her control over her multiple selves and this leads to her death.
The notion of the character is deconstructed throughout Kennedy's plays. Sarah in Funnyhouse, Clara Passmore in The Owl and Clara in A Movie Star are all acting out roles. Their role playing, however, is imperfect. Although they want to be a queen, a duchess or identify with movie stars, they can never become one or the other, and the result of their fantasy of being someone else leads the characters to madness, catatonia or ultimately, death. Turning this problem upside down and inside out, the selves projected by the heroines also act roles. They all appear as the protagonists' created egos, thus the white selves act out the African American characters. Either way, the harmony among the actor, the role and the character is questioned. Thus the play theatricalizes the role-playing nature of the search for identity.
Conclusion
Even though critics argue that Adrienne Kennedy's plays mainly present the subject's identity crisis through the psychological torment and break-down of a usually female mulatto character, the works also often concentrate on issues of family relations, the female body and reproduction. Kennedy's plays approach the racial relations within a family subversively, deconstructing the role of motherhood, and femaleness in general. The characters in her plays go through a ritualistic coming of age, through bleeding and pregnancy in order to gain agency. Representational reality is eliminated from Kennedy's plays since it cannot, by definition, characterize African American culture. As Kennedy notes: "representational linearity (based on cause and effect) does not characterize African American culture and experience; instead, ambivalence, deterritorialization, heterogeneity, plurality, eclecticism, discontinuity, parody and paradox reign supreme" (qtd. in Patsalidis 1995:305) 
